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Abstract

Like any other text, Nahj al-Balagha is replete with idiomatic expressions. Achieving the highest level
of equivalence in translating such expressions requires finding target language counterparts that
closely match both form and meaning. However, this is not always feasible, either because an exact
equivalent is lacking in the target language or because the context only allows a literal, readily
accessible reading rather than idiomatic usage. This study examines idiomatic equivalence in
Mohammad Dashti’s translation of the sermons of Nahj al-Balagha in light of Eugene Nida’s theory
of equivalence. Using a descriptive analytical method, the study shows that in translating the sermons
the translator was confronted with the simultaneous presence of both literal and idiomatic meanings
embedded in idioms. The strategies most frequently used were word-for-word translation, paraphrase,
and translation with similar form and meaning. While attempting to convey the message and achieve
dynamic equivalence, the translator at times presupposed successful message transfer and translated
the formal surface of the expressions without adequate equivalence finding. As a result, the reader is
faced with a large number of expressions that are culturally unfamiliar and may fail to grasp the
speaker’s intended meaning.
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Introduction

The relationship between original and translated texts, often termed “equivalence,” is a central
and complex concept in translation studies. Translators seek to establish balance between
source and target texts at different levels including words, sentences, paragraphs, and complete
texts. Examination of translated works shows that equivalence can be classified based on the
translator’s overall approach. Some regard equivalence as absolute fidelity to the source text,
resulting in one-to-one correspondence between elements of the two languages. Others
prioritize the audience and the target text, defining equivalence on the basis of extralinguistic
features in the translation, such as the situation and context of the source and target texts and
their impact on audiences from different linguistic communities. This latter approach, which
does not require a one-to-one correspondence between units of the original text and their
translations, is discussed by Haqqani (2007: 72).

Eugene Nida, an American linguist and translator best known for his work on Bible translation
in the 1960s, introduced a new perspective on translating sacred texts. According to Nida,
translators should not treat the mere transmission of the message as sufficient but should instead
provide the necessary context and employ all linguistic resources to make the text
understandable (Haqqgani, 2007: 70). This view implies that translation needs to go beyond the
word level and interpret words within the cultural context of the target language. Nida argues
that the translated text should evoke in the target audience feelings comparable to those
experienced by the original audience, which corresponds to the concept of equivalence already
outlined.

Adopting this approach has not always been easy for translators, who face substantial
challenges depending on the type of text they handle. Sacred texts, in particular, pose serious
difficulties and sensitivities. One common approach to translating such texts is strict adherence
to the source text through word-for-word translation. However, the effectiveness of this strategy
in conveying meaning and concepts to readers remains questionable. Nahj al-Balagha,
compiled more than ten centuries ago by Sharif Razi, is widely regarded as a unique literary
masterpiece admired for its eloquence and rhetoric. The vitality of Imam Ali’s words and the
profundity of the themes are partly reflected in the terminology used throughout this work. The
text has been translated into numerous languages, leading to more than one hundred prose and
poetic renderings. Among these, Mohammad Dashti’s translation is one of the most accessible
and widely used versions. This study therefore examines the translation of idiomatic terms used
in the sermons of Nahj al-Balagha in light of Nida’s theory and addresses the following
questions:

1. What strategies did the translator primarily employ in translating idiomatic terms?
2. What type of equivalence was achieved through these strategies?

3. What challenges did the translator encounter in translating idiomatic expressions?

Literature Review

Previous studies in this field fall into two main categories. The first consists of research on
idiomatic equivalence and the translation of idioms in various texts. For example, Zohreh
Ghorbani Madavani’s article “Investigating Majid Anani’s Translation of Jalal Al Ahmad’s
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Nun and the Pen Based on Baker’s Theory of Idiomatic Equivalence” (2019) examines the
translator’s performance in translating idioms and proverbs into Arabic, concluding that the
translator tended to preserve meaning while altering form and occasionally used literal
translation. Another study is “Translation of Idioms: A Case Study of the English Translation
of Idioms in the Book 7he Date Palm Tree”” by Abdolmajid Nasiri Moghaddam and Neda Fatehi
Rad (2021), which identifies the strategies proposed by Baker that were used in the English
translation of Moradi Kermani’s work.

The second category includes studies that have examined Mohammad Dashti’s translation of
Nahj al-Balagha based on Nida’s theory or other theoretical frameworks:

- Mirahmadi, Noursideh, and Salmani Haghighi (2023) investigate the translation of
selected sermons from Nahj al-Balagha—specifically sermons 1, 3, 27, 93, and 115—
in the Persian translations by Ansariyan, Dashti, and Makarem Shirazi, drawing on
Nida’s formal and dynamic equivalence model. Their analysis shows that Dashti and
Makarem Shirazi tend toward dynamic equivalence by prioritizing the target language
and audience, whereas Ansariyan adopts a more source-oriented approach aligned with
formal equivalence.

- Salimi and Nazari (2022) analyze Dashti’s translation of the last ten sermons of Nahj
al-Balagha based on Ladmiral’s target-oriented framework. Their findings indicate that
Dashti effectively narrows the gap between the source text and the mental and cultural
space of the target audience through the use of displacement and re-creation strategies.

- Aghdamzadeh, Tak Tabar Firouzjaei, Mohammad Salahi, and Firoraghi (2021) examine
Mohammad Dashti’s translation of the Wisdoms of Nahj al-Balagha using the eleven
components proposed in Ladmiral’s model. The study demonstrates that readability is
the dominant strategy in Dashti’s translation, reflecting a consistent effort to convey the
core message of the text clearly and accessibly to the audience.

- Hajizadeh, Farhadi, and Farhadi (2019) evaluate Mohammad Dashti’s translation of the
first sermon and wisdoms 1 to 20 of Nahj al-Balagha based on Garcés’ model. Their
analysis across semantic-lexical, syntactic-morphological, discourse-functional, and
stylistic-intentional levels concludes that Dashti’s translation method is predominantly

target-oriented and fluent, enabling readers to understand the translated text without
difficulty.

The findings of these works generally show that Dashti’s method tends to be target-oriented
and fluent, improving readability and facilitating communication of the message to the
audience. Nevertheless, no study has specifically investigated the translation of idioms in Nahj
al-Balagha based on Nida’s theory, which is the gap addressed in the present research.

Methodology

First, the idioms in the sermons of Nahj al-Balagha were identified, with particular attention to
those used metaphorically and proverbially. These idioms were then classified using Mona
Baker’s model of idiom translation strategies. Finally, the type of equivalence achieved in
translating these idioms was analyzed from the perspective of Nida’s formal and dynamic
equivalence.
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Conclusion

In this study, the idioms used in the sermons of Nahj al-Balagha were categorized according to
six components of Mona Baker’s framework together with an additional complementary
category, and the resulting equivalence was examined using Eugene Nida’s theory. The
translator faced the challenge of attending simultaneously to both literal and idiomatic meanings
within the same expressions. Many of the idioms appear in the form of similes, where the literal
meaning of the words is compatible with the general tone of the sermons and their figurative
meaning reflects the Imam’s intent. For this reason, Dashti often preferred to convey metaphors
and similes in accordance with the Imam’s wording through literal translation of the text,
occasionally adding the idiomatic meaning to the translation.

Among the forty idioms identified in the sermons, the strategy of translation by paraphrasing
in the target language was the most frequent, occurring in fourteen cases. This was followed by
literal translation with eight instances and the use of an idiom with similar form and meaning
with seven instances. These data suggest that the translator’s primary aim was to communicate
the concepts embedded in the expressions to the audience. By moving gradually away from
strict word-for-word translation, he sought to make the concepts more accessible for readers
and to achieve a higher level of dynamic equivalence through appropriate equivalent finding.

It should also be noted that some idioms entered the target language through borrowing,
sometimes accompanied by explanatory additions. The findings indicate that this strategy was
occasionally used inappropriately despite the availability of suitable Persian equivalents. By
transferring mainly the formal features of the message, the translator achieved formal
equivalence that lacked sufficient clarity for the audience and hindered comprehension.

Complete equivalence in both form and content of idioms is ultimately unattainable, since
idioms are deeply rooted in national cultures and cultures differ significantly. Nida’s approach,
however, requires the translator to reconstruct the message of the text in structures appropriate
to the target culture, except when form itself is an essential part of the message. Within this
framework, Dashti could in some cases have reached a more satisfactory level of dynamic
equivalence by selecting more appropriate idiomatic equivalents.
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